Life is sad because nothing lasts. Everything-birds, flowers, happiness, loving relationships, and life itself-is transitory, as ephemeral as mist. In the song "Ở trọ" [The Boarder], he emphasizes that all creatures are only boarders in this world, not permanent residents:
Con chim ở đậu cành tre
Con cá ở trọ trong khe nước nguồn Tôi nay ở trọ trần gian Trăm năm về chốn xa xăm cuối trời
The bird boards on the bamboo branch,
The fish boards in a crevice of spring water, I myself am a boarder in this world, In one hundred years I'll return to the edge of the sky.
In a world of sadness, love is an attractive refuge and is presented as such in some Trịnh Công Sơn songs. But because love, like everything else, doesn't last, it cannot be the safe haven we seek. This theme of love being beautiful but fleeting is found in many Trịnh Công Sơn songs. Trịnh Công Sơn's love songs are, as his friend Hoàng Phủ Ngọc Tường points out, metaphysical statements in the sense that the breakup of love relationships that they describe are not bumps along the road of a life that is fundamentally happy. They are, in Hoàng Phủ Ngọc Tường's words, "prayers at the edge of the abyss." 6 The poet Xuân Diệu said, "Yêu là chết ở trong lòng một ít" [To love is to die a little in the heart], a line every university student I taught during the war knew. 7 The inevitable separations in Trịnh Công Sơn's love songs are little deaths, preparation for the final departure-of one's lover and oneself-from this world. They are reminders of impermanence. Death, this final departure, is never far away in a Trịnh Công Sơn song. In several songs he refers explicitly to his own death, 8 as he does in "Bên đời hiu quạnh" [Next to a Desolate Life]:
Một lần nằm mơ tôi thấy tôi qua đời

Dù thật lệ rơi lòng không buồn mấy
Giật mình tỉnh ra ồ nắng lên rồi
Once I dreamed I saw myself die, Though it's true tears fell, I wasn't so sad, Suddenly I awakened and the sun was rising.
In other songs he refers to death in vaguer terms-as a trip to the "edge of the sky." 9 Whatever the image, eternity is always calling in Trịnh Công Sơn's music, as it is in a song appropriately titled "Lời thiên thu gọi" [The Call of Eternity]:
Về chân núi thăm nấm mồ Giữa đường trưa có tôi bơ phờ Chợt tôi thấy thiên thu Là một đường không bến bờ
Returning to the foot of the mountains to visit a grave, There was I, worn out at noon in the middle of the road;
Suddenly I saw eternity, A road with no end. In other lines the grammar is less parallel, but a refusal to sharply distinguish qualities and categories is still evident: "Có chút lệ nhòa trong phút hôn nhau" [A few tears blur the moment of kissing], "Tình ngỡ đã phôi pha nhưng tình vẫn còn đầy" [Love one thought had faded is still complete].
14 Across Trịnh Công Sơn's part-real, part-miraculous world a human figure travels.
Frequently this person is described as tired and sad. 18 In an interview Trịnh Công Sơn once said that from an early age until the present (1998), death had been his "biggest obsession,"
adding that he believed "the border between death and life [was] as thin as a strand of hair." 19 Others, however, have discussed Trịnh Công Sơn's early life and his experiences during the war, 20 and so here I would like to focus on the influence of Buddhism and existentialism.
In the many articles about, and tributes to, Trịnh Công Sơn written by Vietnamese after his death, Buddhist influences on his work are frequently mentioned, but usually only in passing. 21 Trịnh Công Sơn's admirers don't explore these influences in depth, I believe, because the Buddhist ideas expressed in his songs are for them, as they were for Trịnh Công Sơn, such an integral part of who they are and how they view the world that they feel no need to dwell on them. In interviews, however, Trịnh Công Sơn has spoken briefly about how he has been influenced by his hometown of Huế and by Buddhism. "Huế and Buddhism deeply influenced my emotions when I was young," he told one interviewer. 22 There are people far from life who return,
Return to the edge of the sky, And make the clouds drift.
(from "Phôi pha" [Fading])
The Buddhist idea of a cycle of rebirths helps explain the songwriter's tendency to never mention leaving without mentioning returning and to persistently blur differences between these two actions, as he does in the lines from "Fading" I've just quoted. 32 If death precipitates rebirth, then when one is leaving one is also at the same time returning. Looking at life or death from this perspective is like looking at water in a river and wondering whether one should describe it as arriving or departing, a predicament Trịnh Công Sơn captures in "Gần như niềm tuyệt vọng"
[Close to Despair]:
Những ngàn xưa trôi đến bây giờ
Sông ra đi hay mới bước về
The years from the past drift to the present, Is the river leaving or has it just returned?
Trịnh Công Sơn may continually blur coming and going when he speaks of death because in Buddhism the journey from life into death resembles the flow of a river; it is a more continuous process than it is in the West, where, as René Muller says, "life into death is a discontinuity with a hard edge." And this is true, he adds, even for "the Christian who believes in an afterlife and eternity." 33 Buddhism teaches a different attititude toward dying. Buddhists believe "there is no permanent self, soul, or ego behind the ever changing flux of mental and physical processes that comprise our being." 34 But, according to Buddhist teaching, something of the being that dies does continue into the being that is reborn. Harvey puts it this way:
Of a person in two consecutive rebirths, it is said, "He is not the same and he is not different": 35 "he" neither retains any unchanging essence, nor is wholly different. No unchanging "being" passes over from one life to another, but the death of a being leads to the continuation of the life process in another context, like the lighting of one lamp from another. 36 . . . They [The "earlier" person and "later" person] are linked by the flux of consciousness and the accompanying seeds of karmic results, so that the character of one is a development of the character of the "other." 37 If people traveling from life to death to rebirth retain some aspects of their previous selves when they are reborn, then the process is both a departure and a return-"một cõi đi về" [a place for leaving and returning,] as Trịnh Công Sơn describes it in his famous song with that title. There isn't a first death, my love,
And there is never a last death.
Because there is no clear beginning or end to the cycle of rebirths it is difficult to distinguish coming from going. This was recognized by the Buddhist king Trần Nhân Tông (1279-1293) in a poem he left for his followers at his death:
Hết thảy pháp không sinh Hết thảy pháp không diệt Nếu hay hiểu như vầy Chư Phật thường trước mặt
Đến đi sao có đây
All things have no beginning;
All things are without cessation;
If you understand this, All the Buddhas are there.
So how can there be any coming and going?
39
A final Buddhist quality of Trịnh Công Sơn's songs is the obscurity and illogic of his lyrics. Songs are not, of course, rational arguments; they are appeals to the heart, not the intellect. By refusing to announce simple meanings Trịnh Công Sơn lets listeners interpret his songs for themselves and thereby become partners with him in the creation of meaning. This willful incoherence also reflects a modernistic tendency to defamiliarize language in order to make one's art appear fresh and new. But Trịnh Công Sơn's intentional obscurity is also, I
believe, a way to convey the Buddhist idea that one cannot reason one's way to mental peace, a way to suggest that enlightenment lies beyond language and logic, an idea expressed in this special message that Bodhidharma, an Indian monk, brought to China in the sixth century CE:
A special transmission outside the scriptures;
No dependence upon words and letters;
Direct pointing at the mind of man;
Seeing into one's nature and the attainment of Buddhahood. 40 This goal to move beyond language could explain Trịnh Công Sơn's blurring of antitheses like leaving and returning, near and far, coldness and passion-his insistence that there's a little bit of this in that and vice versa. Trịnh Công Sơn resembles the Zen master who may deny that snow is white and the raven is black but only to make the point that to become enlightened one must "escape the antithesis of 'yes'and 'no'" and find a way to harmonize opposites. 41 According to Buddhist teaching, to reach enlightenment one must resist a tendency to be satisfied with simple dualisms. Our intellect wants to oppose, discriminate, and categorize but we must transcend this tendency and strive to reach sunyata, or emptiness [Việt, tánh không] .
To assist others reach this state Zen masters "illustrate through negating," a method found in 
Không xa tình và cũng không xa thù hận Không xa nồng nàn và cũng không xa lạnh lùng
Not far from people but also not far from the sun, Not far from complete love but also not far from being lost . . .
Not far from love and also not far from hatred, Not far from passion and also not far from coldness.
Existentialism
Another possible influence on Trịnh Công Sơn is existentialism, a philosophy that young intellectuals in the cities of South Vietnam in the late 1950s and early 1960s, including Trịnh Công Sơn, found fascinating. Thái Kim Lan, who grew up in Huế and was a close friend of Trịnh Công Sơn's, says terms like "angst," "nothingness," "nausea," and "the wasted effort of Sisyphus" were "mysterious knocks on the doors of our young souls, invitations to wander in strange regions of the intellect." 45 In friendly discussions about existentialism, she says, Trịnh
Công Sơn would say little but then later would compose a song and "sing philosophy," thereby helping them understand some difficult philosophical concepts. 46 Another close friend, Sâm
Thương, confirms that Trịnh Công Sơn was intrigued by existentialism, adding that he read works by existentialists on his own, not in school. As he worked for his second baccalaureate at the Lycée Chasseloup-Laubat in Saigon, he was in Section C, the philosophy [triết] section, not Section A (natural science) or Section B (math and physics). Teachers in Section C, however, Sâm Thương says: "didn't teach one philosopher or one theory in a concrete way; they only covered general ideas from the fields of psychology, logic, and morality. For example, one studied about consciousness and unconsciousness, the emotions, happiness, suffering, etc. from the point of view of certain philosophers. That was all. As for philosophers like Nietzsche, Albert
Camus, Jean Paul Sartre, Heidegger, and Merleau Ponti-these were people that Sơn explored on his own; they weren't taught in school." 47 Trịnh Công Sơn read on his own but certainly benefited from the intellectual atmosphere Sơn was reacting to the economic decline of his family that followed his father's death, worries about being drafted, the "coarse" [thô bạo] treatment he received from some young people in Qui
Nhơn, and some experiences of hopeless love. 56 However, Sâm Thương, a close friend of Trịnh Công Sơn's, says that the singer and his family were doing fine economically at the time and that although he was worried about being drafted and wasn't too enthusiastic about being a teacher, he had only fond memories of his time in Qui Nhơn. Phương Thảo, the sister of a friend, only to see her marry an older man who was a dean at the University of Huế. Based on his own account and those by his friends, 58 we can conclude that this experience pierced certain illusions that he had about love. It was, Trịnh Công Sơn says, "a great disappointment, something that was hard for me to fathom." 59 It is very possible that "Dã tràng ca" is a response to this and other rejections that he experienced in Huế before going to Qui
Nhơn.
"Dã tràng ca" is the subject of some controversy. Trịnh Công Sơn never performed or recorded this song and never published it in any of his collections. Few people knew it existed until Nguyễn Đắc Xuân talked with the original members of the chorus and began to write about it. 60 The chorus members told Nguyễn Đắc Xuân that they had kept quiet about this song because they believed Trịnh Công Sơn didn't like to talk about his time in Qui Nhơn. Later, after Trịnh Công Sơn became famous, they didn't bring it up because they feared people would think they were bragging about their association with the famous singer. 61 Nguyễn Đắc Xuân suggests that Trịnh Công Sơn wanted to suppress this song, hinting that the singer feared it reflected too specifically his own psychological situation when he was in Qui Nhơn. "Only people who sung because it was a special song meant to be performed chorally. 65 One thing people seem to agree on is that "Dã tràng ca" is an "archival warehouse" [kho lưu trữ] in which Trịnh Công Sơn stored material for future use. 66 It is chock full of phrases, images, and themes that would appear again and again in later songs. Other songs could be considered just as "existential" as "Dã tràng ca," but I discuss it because it has this quality and because it reveals the composer's state of mind when he was at the threshold of his career.
In "Some Reflections on the Absurd Condition of the Exile," the Nguyễn Văn Trung article that appeared in Đại Học in 1961, 67 the author emphasizes Camus' decision not to cling to false hopes or commit suicide but instead to face an absurd world as a lonely but defiant exile.
By "false hope" Camus means belief in an afterlife that will make up for our earthly suffering.
But notice how Nguyễn Văn Trung refers to Camus' false hope:
To hope for another life, to long for one's quê nhà after being exiled, is another way to deny an absurd existence but [such a denial] won't bring an end to absurdity.
Camus calls this way of escape philosophical suicide.
Therefore one must wake up and cry out about the absurdity of life, but then, in order to be willing to remain in that life, accept this fact: Exile is one's quê nhà. 68 In Nguyễn Văn Trung's analysis, hope for another life is elided with longing for one's quê nhà. 69 In paraphrasing a passage from Camus' Myth a few paragraphs later, Nguyễn Văn This song ends with a plea to his lover to pierce his loneliness with the five fingers of her angel hand.
In a James Dean Western film and in a short story like Camus' "The Guest" 76 How much longer will this body be exiled in this place?
How much longer before eternity descends on this body? are graphic and moving reactions to the horrors of war. According to Buddhist teaching, one is not required to accept suffering; in fact, one is encouraged to do all one can to relieve it-both one's own suffering and that of others. But to do so one must recognize that suffering exists.
Since suffering is caused by a craving for things, to relieve it we must eliminate desires: We must cultivate nonattachment.
Nonattachment is not easy to achieve. When Trịnh Công Sơn talks about the pleasures of life, chief among them being love, and when he urges others to be happy, he sometimes adds a 
Hãy yêu ngày tới dù quá mệt kiếp người
Còn cuộc đời ta cứ vui
Dù vắng bóng ai, dù vắng bóng ai
Love the day that's coming, though tired of life As long as life remains, be happy Though someone is gone, though someone is gone
In songs containing these "though" clauses 87 the impermanence of life is accepted, but somewhat grudgingly. I say "grudgingly" because in the main clauses attached to these "though"
clauses, the pull of love in this world is expressed so poignantly it tends to overpower Trịnh Công Sơn's acknowledgment of impermanence in the dependent "though" clauses. Though you come, then go, I still thank people, Thank life, thank whoever gave me
Love bright like a star that's fallen from the sky.
While Vietnam during the war was certainly an absurd world, Trịnh Công Sơn was forever mindful of the attractions of this world, chief among them being love, and so he rejected Camuslike defiance and struggled to accept Buddhist nonattachment.
But Camus was not the only existential philosopher. One can also imagine Trịnh Công
Sơn being strongly attracted to the existential concepts of "dread" and "authentic living,"
concepts associated with Karl Jaspers and Martin Heidegger. "I love life with a heart filled with despair," he said in an introduction to a song collection published in 1972. 88 . 90 What some see as morbidity in Trịnh Công Sơn's songs could simply be his attempt to capture the following existential paradox: To live life fully one has to live with death in mind.
Muller, who compares existentialism and Buddhism, says this is a paradox "worthy of Zen" because in Zen "the true meaning of the world . . . comes only after achieving sunyata
[emptiness]." 91 In both Buddhism and existentialism one must face the possibility of emptiness or nothingness in order to realize life's possibilities. The notion of dread, therefore, may have appealed to Trịnh Công Sơn because it seemed to confirm his own Buddhist beliefs.
The existential notion of dread, however, is not really compatible with Buddhism.
Buddhism teaches that one should approach death not with dread but with "absolute wholeheartedness." Death has no terrors, Suzuki says, for the follower of Zen: "He is one with his dying as he is one with his living, and in some ineffable way he is beyond birth and death even as he is born and as he dies. Eternity, for Zen, is not a posthumous state of affairs. To live in eternity is to tap the infinity of the moment. This song contains images of autumn leaves falling in winter and of golden sunlight fading "như một đời riêng" [like a private life], but the prospect of a new dawn is also mentioned. Trịnh Công Sơn seems to be reminding himself and his lover that their private lives are part of a larger process of decay, death, and rebirth. In "Như một lời chia tay," memories of love-footsteps, a rose, whispers in the night-make detachment from the world achingly difficult, but in this song, too, he seems ready to bid it good-by.
Buddhism and existentialism are similar in some respects, but these similarities can obscure essential differences. Take, for example, a similarity that Trịnh Công Sơn himself brought up in an interview and in his remarks for the journal Giác Ngộ [Enlightenment] . When the interviewer informed him that he had detected a strong current of existentialism in his work, that what we do, the decisions we make in life, determine our nature. 97 But in Buddhism the disciplined practice that Trịnh Công Sơn describes is designed to enable one ultimately to perceive Samsara, the earthly world of suffering and impermanence, as identical with Nirvana, the ultimate reality. "Nirvana is Samsara; Samsara is Nirvana" is a well-known Buddhist saying.
In Buddhist teaching, Samsara, the earthly world, is not radically deficient in comparison to the ultimate reality; it only appears so to the unenlightened. If one believes this, then there is no need for existential defiance-no need for the metaphysical revolt against an absurd world that existentialists like Camus recommend. 98 Existentialism's emphasis on the individual also makes it incompatible with Buddhism.
Existentialism encourages the individual to stand alone against existing societies and cultures.
Buddhism, in contrast, teaches "selflessness," that "there is no permanent self, soul, or ego behind the ever changing flux of mental and physical processes that comprise our being." 99 "For
Zen," says George Rupp, "the individual is in the last analysis not an independent entity.
Whatever reality individuals have is derivative from their union with the whole." 100 Thích Nhất Hạnh, says that true self is nonself-"the awareness that the self is made only of non-self elements," that "there's no separation between self and others, and everything is 
